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Abstract 
Aspirations about the future play an important role in the construction of self-determination, with emerging adulthood as a period 
when individual aspirations go through the “reality” check-up. Immersion in different life contexts, namely university versus 
employing organizations, influences aspirations of emerging adults. The present research focuses on: (a) an analysis of 
aspirations patterns of student versus employed emerging adults (N = 234); and (b) an investigation of differential predictors for 
aspirations in student versus employed emerging adults, in terms of emerging adulthood characteristics and career decision self-
efficacy. 
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1. Introduction 
Personal aspirations or goals about one’s future shape the manner in which individuals perceive situations and 
how they engage in different actions. In the self-determination framework, the intrinsic versus extrinsic 
differentiation brings forward specific goal contents and sources of goal reinforcement (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Namely, it points out peculiarities of an orientation toward self-development (i.e. self-acceptance, meaningful 
relationships, integration and affiliation to a community) versus external rewards (i.e. money, social recognition, or 
impression management). Kasser and Ryan’s (1993) research into the role of expectancies for wealth and money 
(labeled financial success), compared this extrinsic aspiration domain to self-acceptance, affiliation, and community 
feelings, as intrinsic aspirations. On the one hand, results pointed out that financial success was associated with 
reduced psychological adjustment, when it primed over the three intrinsic aspirations (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). On the 
other hand, intrinsic aspirations were positively related to self-actualization and vitality (Kasser & Ryan, 1993).  
Additionally, Ryan and Deci (2000) highlight the importance of researching the dynamics of aspirations from a 
cross-cultural perspective, as different cultures can foster and sustain different aspiration systems. Existing studies 
have indicated cross-cultural peculiarities in their instrumental value in the development of the self concept, 
prediction of psychological adjustment (Kim, Kasser, & Lee, 2003; Ryan et al.,1999), and have debated the role of 
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self-determined motivation and goal contents in cultural adaptation (Chirkov, Vansteenkiste, Tao, & Lynch, 2007). 
In this line of argumentation, Grouzet and colleagues (2005) point out that that even goals with the same orientation 
can be very different. This can be so in terms of behaviors that they encourage or personal development paths which 
have led one person to focus on one aspiration rather than another (Grouzet et al., 2005). For instance, the same 
aspiration toward financial success can foster different activities and is the result a very different developmental path 
in a wealthy adult from a high-income country compared to a low socio-economic status adult from a low income 
country.  
In light of these findings, developmental characteristics must be investigated as predictors of specific aspiration 
orientations. From a cross-cultural perspective, this endeavor is of utmost importance. Firstly, it specifies 
peculiarities of personal development in a specific socio-economic context. Secondly, it helps an in-depth 
understanding of how specific aspirations are sustained by certain developmental levers, further aiding applied 
interventions in nourishing those aspirations. The axiological crisis in new generations may be at least contained 
though an adequate insight into the dynamics of personal goals (Frimer & Walker, 2009).  
Recent data suggests that the transition to adulthood is one of the most active time-frames for defining one’s 
identity and personal aspirations (Padilla-Walker, Barry, Carroll, Madsen, & Nelson, 2008). Emerging adulthood 
confines a developmental period frequent in industrialized societies, when individuals construct their personal and 
professional goals and make major decisions concerning the shape and content of their life course (Arnett, 2000). 
Before entering young adulthood, emerging adults explore how their current aspirations will develop into coherent 
adult roles and extend the period for investigating different relevant life domains (love, work, beliefs). Hence, in 
emerging adulthood individual aspirations are immersed and guided by a plethora of developmental processes. 
These processes are focused on increased exploration and investigation of possibilities (i.e. educational, 
occupational, relational), marked by instability, and also by enhanced self-focus. Another important dimension of 
emerging adulthood resides in the individual’s perception of being “in-between” adolescence and adulthood (Arnett, 
2004).  
When analyzing developmental trajectories in emerging adulthood, an important question arises. Does 
immersion in different life contexts, like university versus employing organizations, influence aspirations? This is a 
very up-to-date topic of research and discussion in the scientific community focused on emerging adults (Arnett, 
2007; Hettich, 2010). As most research in this area is on students fully engaged in the educational system, those who 
leave university and start working, are a somewhat underrepresented group. Educational systems are protective 
systems, which usually prolong individual exploration and self-focus. As they give very clear and limited 
responsibilities to students, they often nurture extended analyses of possibilities for future development. What 
happens though after school is over? Organizational contexts tend to dictate developmental paths. Also, they impose 
a clearer differentiation of life roles, with individuals juggling many roles at the same time (worker, husband/wife, 
son/daughter), each soliciting limited time and energy resources (Ferriman, Lubinski, & Benbow, 2009). Thus, 
investigation of aspirations in emerging adults, differentiating for educational versus occupational commitments, can 
aid a more nuanced and contextual-specific understanding of what it means to be an emerging adult. 
2. Present study 
2.1. Aims of the study 
To our knowledge, in the Romanian context, no psychological research has yet focused on a differential analysis 
of emerging adults from different occupational contexts. In this endeavor we firstly focused on a comparison of 
aspiration dimensions and contents in student versus employed emerging adults. Secondly, we aimed at 
understanding how developmental characteristics of emerging adulthood influence each aspiration orientation 
(intrinsic versus extrinsic). Hence, we analyzed which are the predictors for aspirations in student and employed 
emerging adults, in terms of emerging adulthood characteristics and career decision self-efficacy.  
2.2. Participants 
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The participants (N = 234) were emerging adults, full-time students (n = 128), and respectively full-time 
employees (n = 106). The students were in the second and third year of study (m age = 21.74, SD = .72), from three 
large universities in North-West Romania. None of the students were married or had any offspring. The employees 
(m age = 26.16, SD = 1.97) worked in five privately owned organizations from Romania. Of the employees 78% 
were not married and only one participant had a child. Participants were informed about the confidentiality of their 
responses, filled in the questionnaires on a voluntary basis, and were not paid for their participation in the research. 
2.3. Measures 
All instruments employed in this research were preliminarily adequately translated and adapted for the 
Romanian population, with pilot studies being conducted to ensure an adequate adaptation, 
Aspirations. Personal aspirations were appraised using scales from the Aspiration Index (Kasser & Ryan, 1996). 
The intrinsic scales referred to personal growth and relationships. For extrinsic aspirations we also used two scales: 
financial success and image. Each scale contains five goals (76 < α < .91), with each goal being assessed on the 
dimensions of importance and attainment. Items were appraised on a 7-point Likert scale, with high values 
indicating high levels of aspiration importance and attainment. An extrinsic and intrinsic aspiration index was 
computed for each dimension; this index is represented by the mean value of the scores of all goal domains for that 
dimension and orientation 
Characteristics of emerging adulthood. The Inventory of the Dimensions of Emerging Adulthood (Reifman, 
Arnett, & Colwell, 2007) was used for analyzing characteristics in this developmental period. The instrument 
contains 31 items organized on five scales: identity exploration, experimentation/possibilities, negativity/instability, 
other-focus, self-focus, feeling in-between (.56 < α < .81). Items were appraised on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (not at all), to 5 (very much). 
Career self-efficacy. The short version of the Career Decision Self-Efficacy Scale (Betz, Klein, & Taylor, 1996) 
was employed in order to tap into the self-efficacy dimension of career decisions. The scale contains 25 items (α = 
.91), and for the purpose of this study we opted for computing a mean score on all items. Items were appraised on a 
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all), to 5 (very much). 
2.4. Results 
Comparisons on extrinsic and intrinsic aspiration dimensions between student and employed emerging adults 
pointed out several differences (see Table 1). In terms of aspirations of wealth, students give significantly higher 
importance to financial success than their employed counterparts, but in terms of wealth attainment no significant 
differences emerged. It can be that as students are still financially dependent on their parents, they assign greater 
importance to being financially self-sustained and stable. As employees face the difficulties of actually sustaining 
themselves, they reduce the significance assigned to being wealthy. Also, students place higher value on their 
physical appearance and image than employees. In terms of actual attainment of the desired “look”, though, no 
differences emerge between the two groups. In terms of personal growth and development of meaningful 
relationships with others, students assign higher importance to these aspects than employees. Employees though, 
report somewhat higher levels of attainment of both intrinsic aspirations. 
 
Table 1. 
Differentiation of aspiration dimensions in student versus employed emerging adults (N 
= 234) 
 
  
Students 
Mean (SD) 
Employees 
Mean (SD) 
Comparison 
t test 
Effect size 
Cohen’s d 
Wealth importance 4.77(1.09) 4.27(1.29) 3.15*** 0.41 
Wealth attainment 2.59(1.06) 2.80(1.04) -1.51  
Image importance 4.31(1.42) 3.82(1.45) 2.59** 0.34 
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Image attainment 3.48(1.27) 3.45(1.33) 0.19  
Growth importance 6.30(0.63) 6.09(0.77) 2.29* 0.29 
Growth attainment 4.30(1.00) 4.50(0.97) -1.48  
Relationships importance 6.46(0.62) 6.25(0.80) 2.25* 0.29 
Relationships attainment 4.95(1.24) 5.13(1.20) -1.08  
Note. *p < .05, **p<.01, ***p<.005 
 
Simultaneous regression analyses were computed on the aspiration indexes (Table 2), in order to analyze how 
developmental characteristics of emerging adulthood and career decision self-efficacy predict each aspiration 
dimension in students and employees. The patterns of prediction are quite different for students and employees. For 
the importance dimension of intrinsic aspirations the regression model was significant in students, but only career 
decision self-efficacy was a positive significant predictor. For the same dimension in employees the regression 
model was also significant, with career decision self-efficacy and identity exploration as positive significant 
predictors. For the attainment dimension of intrinsic aspirations the regression model was significant only in 
employees, with an increased other-focus and career self-efficacy as significant positive predictors. The regression 
model on the importance of extrinsic aspirations was significant only for students; an increased self-focus positively 
predicted strong orientation toward these aspirations. For the attainment dimension of extrinsic aspirations 
regression models were significant for both students and employees. In students identity exploration was a strong 
negative predictor, while career decision self-efficacy and increased self-focus represented strong positive 
predictors. In employees only career decision self-efficacy amounted to a strong positive predictor. 
 
Table 2.  
Regression analyses predicting aspiration dimensions for student and employed emerging adults 
(N = 234) 
 
 
INTRINSIC ASPIRATIONS EXTRINSIC ASPIRATIONS 
  
Importance Attainment Importance Attainment 
  Stud. Empl. Stud. Empl. Stud. Empl. Stud. Empl. 
Identity exploration .12  .31**  -.04  -.1  -.16 .29* -.25** .18 
Experimentation/Possibilities .01  0  .09  .08  .05 -.09 .12 .08 
Negativity/Instability .05  .11  -.07  -.12  .09 .05 .04 -.02 
Other-focus .05  .15  .03  .37***  .03 -.04 .07 -.02 
Self-focus .16  .06  .08  .05  .24** -.03 .18* .04 
Feeling “in-between” .12  -.02  -.04  .05  .09 -.08 .03 -.11 
Career decision self-efficacy .18*  .24*  .23*  .45***  .17 .16 .32** .34** 
R square .16** .25** .10 .42*** .15* .11 .24*** .24*** 
Note. *p < .05, **p<.01, ***p<.001; Stud. = students, Empl. = employees 
3. Discussion 
As our results point out, in emerging adulthood dimensions of intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations differ in 
employed versus student emerging adults. These findings raise a very important question: does the educational and 
respectively occupational environment reinforce and sustain different orientations? On the one hand, an increased 
level of importance attributed to intrinsic and also to extrinsic aspirations is strongly predicted by heightened 
identity exploration in working, but not in student emerging adults. Is seems that, regardless of aspiration 
orientations, as emerging adults enter the work-field, their aspirations are sustained by a surge in identity 
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exploration. On the other hand, in students reduced identity exploration best predicts an increased perceived 
attainment of extrinsic goals. This finding can be analyzed from two perspectives: (a) as a marker for the 
achievement of a stable identity, bringing forward personal development; and (b) as a sign of reduced involvement 
in identity exploration tasks, possibly indicating a coping mechanism of postponing commitment to adult roles.  
In employed emerging adults, the attainment level of intrinsic goals is also closely linked to a strong other-focus. 
This shows that attainment of intrinsic aspirations means a shift from concerns about “me” to an emphasis on the 
construction of relations with others. Interestingly enough, an increased self-focus is a strong predictor only in 
students, for both dimensions of extrinsic aspirations (importance and attainment). Goals regarding one’s wealth and 
image emphasize social comparison and impression management. Both processes integrate a strong component of 
self-others comparisons, and strong orientation toward social norms, peer expectations, and appreciations from 
others. Hence, our results indicate that after exiting the educational system and becoming fully employed, emerging 
adults’ aspirations are differentially sustained by a focus on the self versus others. We must note that one limitation 
of these findings resides in the cross-sectional nature of our study; of course, a longitudinal approach would provide 
more complex, within-individual data on changes though this developmental period. Also, future research must 
focus on professional versus personal life aspirations, as in employed adults this distinction can be the key to a 
successful work-life balance (Ferriman et al., 2009).   
From an applied perspective, the role of this research in charting and understanding the dynamics of individual 
aspirations is considerable. It can offer practitioners specific directions for facilitating school to work transitions, in 
terms of changes in aspiration orientations and developmental characteristics. Also, it can provide levers for 
increasing individual intrinsic motivation, through an augmented focus on intrinsic aspirations.  
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